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1. INTRODUCTION 
Indonesia is a country spread across wide-ranging archipelago, located in South East Asia between 
two oceans, the Indian and the Pacific. Indonesia is well known as an active tectonic region because it 
lies on top of three major active tectonic plates: the Eurasian in the North, the Indian Ocean-Australian 
in the South, and the Pacific plate in the East. The southern and eastern part of the country features a 
range of volcanic arcs, volcanic mountains, and lowlands with 500 young volcanoes, of which 128 are 
active and thus representing 15% of the world’s active volcanoes.1  
In the period 2002-2007, approximately 1782 disasters occurred, with hundreds of thousands of lives 
lost and billions of rupiah in losses incurred:  (Floods - 1183 instances, cyclones - 272 instances, and 
landslides - 252 instances). 2   Of these, the 2004 Aceh tsunami and the 2006 central Java earthquake 
(impacting predominantly city and suburbs of Yogyakarta) were the most significant. Even so, disaster 
management experts believe lessons learnt from the two major natural disasters needs to be formalised 
into laws and institutions before another disaster occurs, regardless of the type of natural disaster – i.e. 
Volcano eruption or landslide; as opposed to tsunami or earthquake. 3  
Following in the wake of disasters occurring in Yogyakarta, many of its community members 
responded by banding together as one, with the determination of rebuilding its villages and cities 
through the spirit of ‘gotong royong’. The idea of social interaction; in particular as a collective, 
consensual, and cooperative nation; has predominantly formed the ideological basis of Indonesia’s 
societal nature. Many Indonesian terms cohere to this ideology, such as: ‘koperasi” (cooperatives as 
the basis of economic interactions), ‘musyawarah’ (consensual nature in decision making), and 
‘gotong royong’ (mutual assistance). ‘Gotong royong’ has become a key cultural operator in 
Indonesia, in particular In Jogjakarta. Appropriately so as ‘gotong royong’ is depicted from the 
traditional Javanese village, where labour is accomplished through reciprocal exchange and the 
villagers are motivated by a general ethos of selfishness and concern for the common good. 4  
The culture of ‘gotong royong’ promotes positive values such as social harmony and mutual 
reciprocation in disaster-affected areas provides the necessary spirit needed to endure the hardships 
and for all involved. While gotong royong emphasises the positive notions of mutual family support 
and deep community level activity there is a potential for contrast against government lead disaster 
response and recovery management activities especially in settings where sporadic governance 
mechanisms exist and transparency and accountability in the recovery process of public infrastructure 
assets have been questioned. This paper thus questions whether Gotong Royong is a double-edged 
sword, and explores the potential marriage of community values and governance mechanisms for 
future disaster management planning and practice. 
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This paper begins with a historical background to ‘gotong royong’, its early conception within the 
Indonesian culture and its evolution over time with a more recent role in contemporary post-disaster 
contexts: in particular outlining why it is deemed a preferable recovery process in many of the villages 
impacted by disaster. This is followed by a discussion of the potential of harnessing the spirit of 
‘gotong royong’ and including aspects of the phenomenon in official disaster management and the 
governance of recovery efforts by examining aspects of the aftermath of a 2006 earthquake in 
Yogyakarta.  
2. HISTORY OF GOTONG ROYONG 
Soeharto’s new order in Indonesia invoked the tradition of ‘gotong royong’ as a given “moral fact” 
under the logic of creating development and stability, justifying the people’s cooperation with the pre-
development policy of the government.5 The policies urged the society to participate in a new 
surveillance system of the nation and in ‘gotong royong’ help each other by night watch in the 
neighbourhood. The night watch – siskamling - systemised practices of decision making decisions, 
giving directions, and actual activities performed by the neighbours for the neighbours. Through this 
the term ‘gotong royong’ and its association with participation became cemented in the Indonesian 
society.  
The phrase ‘gotong royong’ has many definitions with interpretations ranging from mutual assistance, 
4 to others identifying ‘Gotong Royong’ as the cooperation within and between social networks. 6 
Indonesia’s first president Soekarno further elaborated on ‘gotong royong’, highlighting its conception 
of its dynamic character and describing it as satu karyo, satu gawe; which means one, united task. At 
the time of Soekarno’s political situation (1965) the concept of ‘gotong royong’ was meant to bring 
together Christians and muslim, rich and poor, and native Indonesians and naturalised citizens in a 
mutully tolerant struggle against the enemy, imperialism and capitalism, and other forces considered 
to be “evil and dividing forces of an otherwise one nation.” 7 
Linguistically the term ‘gotong royong’ is of Javanese origin/root of expression. ‘Gotong’ is synonym 
of the Javanese verb ‘ngotong’, which means several people carrying something together, where as 
‘royong’ is motivated by the image of a cool shading tree in the Jogjakarta Sultanate’s alun alun 
(public land belonging to the Sultanate, to be used by the people of Jogja for public gatherings and 
events) where residents would gather prior and post a shared activity. 8 Although its roots are that of 
Javanese language, there are many versions of it in other provinces in Indonesia, all of which 
categorises work or assistance that will fit into a pan-Indonesian matrix of ‘gotong royong’ practices. 
Therefore ‘gotong royong’ is depicted as one element of a national ‘Indonesian culture’.  
Though deemed ageless, the culture of ‘gotong royong’ has waned over the past years, where social 
ties have become less cohesive as the society becomes more urbanized.9 However research in 
suburban areas located in both Indonesia and Malaysia has revealed a high commitment level shown 
by volunteer residents in carrying out community activities, especially in undertaking mutual 
cooperation activities classified as ‘gotong royong’ albeit with less positive motivational incentives to 
“indulge in thinking about others” in urban and capital cities.9  
 
GOTONG ROYONG IN DISASTER MANAGEMENT 
As mentioned the earlier form of ‘gotong royong’ - siskamling - exemplified the notion of neighbours 
protect other neighbours throughout the night; within the framework of mutual and voluntary 
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reciprocation. The primary purpose of siskamling was to protect the neighbourhood from immediate 
danger, particularly during the nighttime while the rest of the neighbourhood is asleep. More often 
than not the team ‘on duty’ was made up of village and/or local government officials and members of 
the community - thus a second purpose of siskamling is a more familial, informal engagement 
between government and members society often discussing issues related to the neighbourhood and its 
governance.  Although this second purpose is crucial for the development of the village, for the 
purposes of this paper, emphasis is placed on the protective function of siskamling. The inherent, 
ageless, and ingrained, practice of ‘protecting the neighbourhood’ may be seen as the immediate and 
reflexive response of a ‘village’ to protect what is considered ‘theirs.’  
The culture of ‘gotong royong’ is ingrained in day-to-day Javanese village life, in that members of the 
community are expected to take part in communal duties such as repairing canals, dams, irrigation 
systems, and joining work parties for the construction of roads and public buildings.  Participation in 
such activities is not based on compliance to civil law, regulations, or policies and is based on 
expected societal values such as reciprocity, family links and localised self-efficiency. Therefore it is 
not a surprise that communities in Jogjakarta have responded to recent natural disasters in a ‘gotong-
royong’ manner, relying upon mutual assistance between each other as opposed to ‘waiting’ for 
government response and recovery resources to be made available.  
In this sense the spirit of ‘Gotong Royong’ is a central issue.  Each member of the village or local 
government, by virtue of his or her status as a member of a community, is obliged to assist in events 
that involves another member of the village.  This can include events such as the marriage of a child, 
the death of a relative, and the repairing the roof of a house damaged in a disaster. ‘Gotong royong,’ 
post-disaster, takes the form of ‘Kerja Bakti’, work in voluntary service, where members of the 
community provide assistance or their labour (usually towards the rebuilding of a public asset – for 
example mosque, public school, bridge, or the provision of resources such as food for the workers: all 
without the expectation of monetary payment.   
Members of the community have often identified ‘kerja bakti’ as the perfect way to build and sustain 
solidarity and family ties within the village, as well as solidify ownership and stewardship towards 
public and private assets within the community. Thus they believe it is their duty to re-build their 
village and community, as opposed to relying on the government.  
3. THE GOVERNANCE OF GOTONG ROYONG 
Many residents deemed Yogyakarta’s 2006 earthquake a catastrophe, for it took 6234 lives and caused 
over 30,000 injuries. 3 The earthquake affected the whole province, with Bantul region being the worst 
afflicted area. Victims acknowledge the role of international relief such as Red Cross but they also 
deemed help from the government was excruciatingly slow; with no obvious relief efforts activated 
until four days post-earthquake.  
Quake victims had to initially depend on what they consider to be the most ancient form of disaster 
relief systems; friends and family.3 Comments from quake victims reflect quite negatively on 
government response to disaster.  
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“… the government still hasn’t done anything, I don’t know if they are going to do 
anything. So now I have to rely on whatever help I have, and who else but my family? 
They should be here by now…” 
 
“… may as well start rebuilding. My friend arrived yesterday and helped me stack these 
bricks and bring food. Gotong royong is much more reliable than the government, but its 
not enough…” 
 
In response to quite a widely supported concern about the government support a national disaster 
management agency (Bakornas) was established to lead the earthquake recovery. Interestingly the 
government has stated that Bakornas would “play a supporting role,”3 which, at the time of event, 
suggested that the national government did not, prioritise disaster management as a Federal level 
imperative.  President Yudhoyono defended this stance, stating provincial authorities (i.e regional 
governments) are equipped to dealing with disaster, and a supporting role from national/central 
government is appropriate under the notion of decentralisation and regional autonomy.  
The Indonesian government introduced a decentralisation and regional autonomy regime in 2001, 
emphasising the need for improved transparency, accountability, and stakeholder participation. As 
part of this regime all levels of government have the authority to create rules, regulations, laws, 
policies that govern their day to day living; as well as social programmes and initiatives that supports 
the region’s unique characteristics. Decentralisation is considered an effective strategy for 
participatory development and delivery of assistance, in particular within the context of rural 
development. 10 Within this process the ideology of ‘gotong royong’ and regional autonomy has been 
aligned which has, arguably, resulted in a more efficient delivery of public services in Indonesia and 
has encouraged communities to become involved in disaster recovery programmes.6  
A positive aspect of ‘Gotong Royong’ as a foundation of rebuilding and recovery in disaster 
management situations is its ability to encourage interaction and relationships within the community, 
and enhancing solidarity among various ethnic groups. Community participation is vital to ensure the 
success of activities that need to be carried out, as a higher level of commitment in group activities 
will lead to greater desire and willingness to remain focused on the task and reach key goals, 11; which 
in relation to disaster management suggests a strong commitment to returning and/or  
The above comments in relation to the intricacy of ‘gotong royong’ suggest that there are potential 
problems between contexts where such traditional self-help reliance contrasts against modern forms of 
governance. Five main pillars of governance have been identified: transparency, accountability, 
regulatory compliance, stakeholder participation, and efficiency. 12 Each of these factors has a degree 
of incompatibility with traditional disaster response and recovery practices.  Each of these aspects is 
discussed below.  
Accountability 
One of the issues highlighted by respondents of this study is the inability to hold other neighbours 
and/or community members accountable for rebuilding and/or construction work, clearing debris, and 
any other consequences that might occur due to mishandling of any aspect within the property. If the 
community is working on a public property or public assets, often time it would be a challenge to 
identify a single person for further responsibility. Further, there is strong concern to the absence of 
concrete and stringent mechanisms in the process of asset recovery and asset rebuilding, especially if 
the funds utilised in this process are derived from national and foreign aid. 6 The concern is not in 
relation to the level of funding available but rather, due to the ‘family culture’ (which is a value of 
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‘gotong royong’), the manner in which funding is dispersed. Thus, the practice of ‘gotong royong’ 
raises questions of accountability – who is accountable for the rebuilding and/or recovery of an asset? 
How can the whole society be held accountable, especially since work performed is based on the 
principle of ‘mutual cooperation’? How is dissemination of funding and other resources recorded and 
accounted for, when the basis of such activity is ‘shared funding within a family’? It is these questions 
regarding accountability that sparks concern, in particular within the context of long-term 
development of the village and/or community.  
Transparency 
Questions above regarding governance mechanisms in the dissemination of funds and other resources 
(food, clothing, building materials, etc) brings forward further concerns – particularly in regards to the 
level of transparency in the process. Indonesia’s Directorate General of State Assets voiced their 
concerns following the re-establishment of Indonesia’s Roadmap to Strategic Asset Management, 
suggesting low level of transparency during post-disaster recovery as an explanation for unfavourable 
state asset management audit reports and incomplete data on state assets. 13 The core of this was 
concern that many routine processes – such as asset data reporting and recording is neglected. To a 
certain extent there is a level of understanding why this might be so, especially in the chaos of a 
disaster. That said, the directorate general has professed its hopes for an integrated transparency and 
reporting system in the near future, one that is resilient in the face of disaster and can be upheld within 
the process of recovery. 14  
Efficiency 
An example of efficiency concerns can be seen in Bantul (a regional government within Yogyakarta) 
in response to the 2006 earthquake. 6 Residents of Bantul decided to proceed with rebuilding the city 
without waiting for central (national) government support. In the spirit of ‘gotong royong,’ the 
cooperative nature of clearing debris, re-building collapsed houses, and communal nature of sharing 
food was strongly evident. 6 This account of Bantul’s disaster management practices is one that 
illustrates a high level of efficiency, with the society responding to disaster in a timely and urgent 
manner. Bantul’s experience reflects key issues of efficiency and trust, whereby the existence of trust, 
norms and networks can further improve the efficient of society through facilitation of coordinated 
actions. 15  Such action following a disaster creates an atmosphere in which a community feels a 
shared risk and willingness to coordinate shared responsibilities. 16 It can therefore be concluded that 
‘gotong royong’ does promote efficiency, particularly as it minimises the waiting period between 
when the disaster strikes and the arrival of national and/or foreign aid.  
Stakeholder-Participation 
Public participation in the response and recovery phases in many communities not only include the 
local community but also multiple stakeholders such as national and international NGOs, emergency 
services, religious groups, corporate bodies, associations, voluntary organisations, social activists, 
political parties, and most importantly local government. That said, even though local government 
plays an important role in mitigation policies, it is the local community that has the most influence on 
efforts association with mitigation policies. 17  
The concept of ‘gotong royong’ alludes to a whole-village or whole-community response, whereby all 
individual members contribute equally to the re-building of the village18  because they all have a stake 
in the benefits and it allows them to be involved in the decision making process and thus play a part in 
the direction that the recovery takes. 19 To a certain extent the concept of ‘gotong royong’ promotes 
stakeholder participation, whereby all residents are encouraged and expected to equally contribute and 
participate. In reality however ‘gotong royong’ has, in certain circumstances, created a feeling of 
6 
 
animosity and unrest within the society – in particular when there is widespread perception that certain 
members of the community are viewed as having not participated equally and/or there is uncertainty 
of the authority coordinating rebuilding activity. 20 It seems that the society prefers an approach that 
involves all members of the community; however its understanding of stakeholder management is not 
sophisticated. Therefore while ‘gotong royong’ does promote the principle of stakeholder participation 
there are caveats within its practice that may lead to confusion, uncertainty, and unrest.  
Regulatory Compliance 
Regulatory compliance, or rule of law, is a central plank of governance internationally. 12 21 22 23 24  
Regulatory compliance becomes interesting in the case of Yogyakarta, for the society is governed by 
two sets of rules: civil law and islamic-Javanese Sultanate law. 12   The intricacy of dual government 
and regulatory context is such that government officials have expressed its uncertainty and confusion 
in state asset management practices; due to the unclear ownership of an asset and thus the law which 
governs the management of said asset.12 Incomplete state asset reporting, data integrity, and age of the 
regional government have lead to uncertainty on whether a public asset is under civil or sultanate 
ownership. In regards to disaster management, concerns regarding regulatory compliance is twofold.  
Firstly, the concept of ‘gotong royong’ suggests a principle in which all activities are performed in a 
cooperative and equal manner. The concern here is that communities have performed an activity (i.e 
rebuilding, cleaning, etc) to an asset or utilised a public asset in conflict with the laws and regulations 
that govern the management of said asset. One example is a case where villagers utilised a common 
hall as a storage space of building materials and resources, without the acknowledgement and 
approval of local government. 6 This was found to be in conflict with the purpose of the hall, which is 
built for societal activities (i.e islamic gatherings, government services, etc), and as a consequence 
caused further damage to the hall itself.  
Secondly, ‘gotong royong’ promotes efficiency, particularly in the face of post-disaster in order to 
quickly re-build the community. Although positive, there is an element of regulation neglect in the 
face of advocating immediate community needs and the role of musyawarah; the Indonesian version 
for group-based decision making based on majority rules. The concern here is that what is agreed 
upon in the musyawarah may not be in line with regulations, which has further implications in regards 
to accountability. The community itself had to face the unexpected and withut clear detail of official 
expectations, hence they acted based on what they knew (as a group) without much consideration to 
any (potential) regulation that needs to be adhered to. 6 Gotong Royong and Musyawarah at times are 
based on ‘best action at the time’, and thus not necessarily compliant of governing regulations.  
4. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  
Indonesia is a country with a long list of natural disaster record, due to its topography of surrounded 
by oceans and sitting on top of two geological plates. Two major natural disasters have come to 
attention of late, namely the 2004 Aceh Tsunami and 2006 Yogyakarta earthquake. Furthermore there 
is an increase wariness and alertness to the potential repetition of these two disasters, as well as other 
disasters such as volcano eruption, landslide, and health disease outbreak. It is therefore interesting 
that many, including the national disaster management agency and researchers at the disaster 
management specialist with Yogyakarta University, believe that disaster management in Indonesia is 
still at infancy, and is in a reactive mode as opposed to preventative mode. Further the society is of the 
belief that the national disaster management agency lacks the ability to research, predict, and prepare 
for disasters 3; thus propelling community action in the face of disasters.  
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In recent modern times, social ties within a community are deemed to be less cohesive due to  
increasing urbanisation,9 This is identified as an issue as there is a fundamental need for social 
institutions to redress state of affairs, especially in regards to growth and development of the society. 
That said, there is a high level of commitment shown by volunteer residents in carrying out 
community activities in Malaya nations, especially in undertaking mutual cooperation activities such 
as ‘gotong royong.’9   Such high level of mutual cooperation commitment is true in Indonesia, 
especially Javanese culture, for the traditional route of ‘gotong royong’ is a relied and preferred 
method of disaster management approach and activities; for compared to aid and initiatives from 
Indonesian government it is one that is based on a sense of willingness to help, and not that is (viewed 
as) provided due to a sense of obligation.  
Indonesia, since the 2004 Aceh Tsunami and 2006 Yogyakarta Earthquake has prioritised and 
modernised its approach to disaster management, with the establishment of Badan Nasional 
Penanggulangan Bencana (BNPB) – National Body for Disaster Recovery in 2007. After five years of 
its establishment BNPB has built national and international links, in order to increase its capacity in 
responding to potential disasters. If one was to look at the BNPB website, one would see a level of 
sophistication that perhaps may not be understood at the village level; for the capacity of risk and 
disaster management at rural communities is still considered low. Furthermore it is interesting to see 
that despite the ‘modernisation’ of disaster recovery processes, communities at rural villages still, at 
the very core, depend on the spirit of ‘gotong royong’; not only to ensure empathy and feeling of 
harmony in the face of disaster but also due to high level of stewardship in protecting and re-building 
a community that they identify as theirs. Arguably there is a disparity between centralised 
modernisation and the regional and local capacities.  
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